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Preface

The main aim of the present translation is to provide an accurate and poetic
rendering in a style suitable for both reading and dramatic performance. This
would restore to Greek drama in translation a beauty of expression sadly
lacking in almost all modern translations.

This translation will hopefully enable readers without a knowledge of ancient
Greek to understand why Greek drama has been regarded for thousands of
years as one of the triumphs of European civilization - something hardly
evident from other translations, particularly recent ones which both trivialize
and traduce the original.

For this present edition of the translation, the Greek notes that formed part of
the first edition have been omitted. I have also amended the translation in
places. The layout of the translation generally follows the line structure of the
Greek, although for grammatical and dramatic reasons I have sometimes
rendered one line of Greek as two English ones, and occasionally written one
English line for two Greek ones. The numbers in the margin refer to the Greek
text and are given for guidance.

The text used is that of R.D. Dawe [Sophoclis Tragoedia, Tom.II, Teubner, 1985
] although in a few places I have used other readings.

DW Myatt, Shropshire 1994
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Note: Since this html document was produced by digitally scanning the printed text, there may be
scanning errors missed in proof reading.

Introduction

The 'Antigone' of Sophocles - which follows his '‘Oedipus the King' and 'Oedipus
at Colonus' - seems, at first glance, to be concerned with the conflict between
Antigone, the daughter of Oedipus, and Creon, the new ruler of the
community at Thebes, who was the brother of Jocasta, the mother and wife of
Oedipus.

Polynices and Eteocles, the two sons of Oedipus (and thus the brothers of
Antigone, and her sister, Ismene), had quarrelled - Polynices leaving Thebes
and returning with an attacking force which he hoped would take the fortified
citadel, defended by Eteocles. In the ensuing battle, Polynices and Eteocles
fought and killed each other, with the attackers routed and forced to flee.

One of Creon's first edicts, as ruler of Thebes, is to forbid anyone to bury or
mourn for Polynices. This edict goes against the established custom which
permitted those foes fallen in battle to be honoured by their relatives with the
customary rites and buried.

Antigone defies this edict - even though she knows her disobedience will mean
her own death. She believes that the ancient customs, given by the gods and
which thus honour the gods, have priority over any edict or law made by a
mortal, and that thus it is her duty to observe these customs.

The reality, however, is that the 'Antigone' is a not a tragedy concerned with
individual characters - with their motivations, feelings, ideas and so on. It is
not, for instance, as many modern commentators like in their ignorance to
believe, a drama about two different personalities - Antigone and Creon - both
of whom are self-willed and determined. Rather, this tragedy - as do all Greek
tragedies when rightly understood - deals with the relation between mortals
and gods. The work is an exploration and explanation of the workings of the
cosmos - and the answers given express the distinctive ancient Greek 'outlook’
or ethos. This ethos is pagan, and it forms the basis of all civilized conduct and
indeed civilization itself. The essence of this outlook is that there are limits to
human behaviour - some conduct is wise; some conduct is unwise. Unwise
conduct invites retribution by the gods: it can and often does result in
personal misfortune - in bad luck.

However, it is crucial to understand that this outlook does not involve abstract,
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monotheistic notions like "good" and "evil". The Greeks strove to emulate a
human ideal - they strove, through the pursuit of excellence, to emulate and
celebrate the best. Their ideals or 'archetypes' were the best, the most heroic,
the most beautiful, the most excellent individuals of their communities. In
their pursuit of this excellence they were careful not to "overstep the mark" -
to be excessive, to commit 'hubris', or 'insolence' toward the gods. Such
insolence was a violation of the customs which created and maintained the
warrior communities - and these customs were regarded as being given by the
gods. By honouring these customs, the gods themselves were honoured and
the very fabric of the communities maintained. Thus, a noble human balance
was maintained. Of course, there were times of excess - as there were
individuals who were excessive. But it was recognized that such excesses were
unwise - they would, sooner or later, be paid for. In effect, this outlook or
ethos was that of the noble warrior aware of the power of Fate, of the gods.
This ethos created and maintained a certain personal character - and this
character is evident whenever one reads Homer, Sophocles, Aeschylus, and
other Greek writers, or views any Greek sculpture or painting. The essentially
archetypal Greek man was an intelligent, reasoning, proud, vigorous,
independent warrior who respected the gods and who honoured the customs
of the folk. Fundamentally, he was human - able to enjoy life and its pleasures,
but aware (from personal experience) of death, suffering, the power of Fate
and the gods.

What we admire so much about the ancient Greeks was this balance between a
pagan joy and enthusiasm, and an understanding and acceptance of Fate, of
the power of the gods - in the rightly-famed Choral Ode of the 'Antigone (vv.
332ff ) Sophocles calls such a man the "thinking warrior", the all-resourceful
one, for whom nothing is impossible: he who by his skill rules over others.

Fundamentally, Greek tragedy enables us to gain an insight into that way of
living and that way of thinking which are essential to civilization.

For Susan (1952-1993)

Characters:
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Out of everyone I chose you, sending my escort

To bring you alone here because primarily you I know

Respected always the authority of the throne of Laius -

And also because when Oedipus raised up our clan,

As well as after his sons had died, your thinking was unchanged.
Now since through their two fates those two in one day

Were each struck down by their own hand and became thus defiled,
It is I who now possess the power and the throne

Because nearest in kin to those who were killed.

Although it is difficult to learn the soul, spirit or judgement
Of any man until his leadership and his laws

Have been seen because experienced -

I, for myself, believe now as before

That whoever, in ruling a whole clan,

Does not give noble counsel

Because some fear keeps his tongue still,

Is the vilest person of all,

Just as I deem those who consider some friend

Before their own fatherland to be worthless.

For I- and in this I invoke Zeus, the All-seeing -

Would not keep myself from speaking should our people
Move from safety toward some harm.

Neither would I have as friend a man hostile

To my soil since I know that it is she
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Who preserves us like a ship uncapsized

Allowing us thus to have friends.

Thus shall I by such customs nourish this clan -
And, as kin of these, I have made a proclamation
To the people concerning the sons of Oedipus.
Eteocles, who fought for his people and who died
The most valiant warrior of them all,

Shall be covered in a cairn and given

All rites as befits the valiant who have died.

But as for his blood-kin, called Polynices -

He who returned from exile to seek

200 To utterly destroy with fire

The race of his ancestors, his gods and his clan,
Who wanted to feast upon kindred blood

And enslave what remained of his clan -

As for him, it has been proclaimed to the clan
That there shall be no cairn, no honours

As due to the dead, no lamentation:

He shall be left unburied for all to watch

The corpse mutilated and eaten by carrion-birds and by dogs!

Such is my judgement, for I shall never
Honour the ignoble nor place them before the just:

Yet whoever is friendly toward the clan I shall esteem
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The gods honouring the bad? There is no such thing!

Yet just now there were among our clan

Men hostile to my edict who in secret whispered

Against me, rearing their heads instead of keeping their necks
Under the yoke as and when I deem it fitting.

For, indeed, I well understand it is they who hired

These others and by such means caused this deed to be done:
For, among men, it is silver as coins

That brings forth base customs - that thing ravages clans,
Drives men from their homes, trains honest mortals well
How to turn from reason and practice dishonest deeds!

It instructs men in cunning arts, making them

To know all kinds of acts of destruction.

Yet all hirelings

Finally pay by having to yield to what is right.

[Creon turns to speak to the Watchman]

Since I, at least, still hold Zeus in awe,

Then understand this - and I speak an oath -

If you do not discover he who by his own hands

Did this burial and reveal him before my own eyes,

Then not even Hades by itself will suffice for you

For first you will be strung up alive

Until you reveal your insolence -

This will be a lesson as to where profit may be obtained
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All the dust covering the corpse we swept away

To leave the putrid body bare while we sat,

Wind-sheltered, by the top of the hill

To escape the hurling smell.

We kept awake by shaking and loud threats

Those men who did not attend to their work,

And long this continued until Helios with his radiant circle
Had established himself in middle-sky, burning us.

Then suddenly from the earth as a thunderbolt through air
A whirlwind came afflicting the heavens:

Filling the plain, beating all the leaves

420 From the trees of the fields and vomiting them high in the sky
While we closed our eyes against this sickness sent by a god.
And when after much waiting our deliverance came,

We saw this girl who loudly wailed

With the sharp shrill voice of a bird when it beholds

There is nothing lying in the empty nest.

So it was that she on seeing the corpse bare

Loudly wailed and made bad wishes

Against those who had done that deed.

Then suddenly she with her hands brought dry dust
And raised a well-crafted bronze ewer to honour
The corpse with the three-fold libation.

Seeing this, we rushed down to trap her
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For the pleasures of a woman,

For embraces become cold when a bad woman
Is your bed-partner:

And a bad relative is a large festering wound.
Now, with loathing, spit on that girl

And let her marry someone in Hades!

Since, from all of our folk she alone

I have caught in visible disobedience,

I will not show myself false to these folk -

Thus, I shall put her to death.

So let her chant to Zeus, guardian of kinsfolk!

Were I to nourish disorder in my own blood-relations

Then I would most certainly be doing so within our clan.

Any man who is honest within his own family

Will, by the folk, be seen to be fair -

And whomsoever by force transgresses the customs
And presumes to command his master

Will never be applauded by me,

Since those whom the folk appoint, must be obeyed
In what is small, what is fair, and what is not.

I have confidence that such a man

Would nobly rule as he would be willing to be ruled
And would, in a storm of spears, be steadfast

And stand his ground - a valiant comrade at one's side.
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My bridal-chamber is a carved-out tomb,

A chamber always to guard me, wherein I shall pass

To my own, of whom the greater number have perished already -
Received by Persephone to be among the dead.

Last and most ill-fated of all I shall descend down

Before my portion of living has expired.

But I have within the strong hope that this my setting out
Will be welcome to you my father; pleasing to you

My mother; and pleasing also to you my brother -

900 For when death came, with my own hands

I moistened and dressed you and poured libations

Over your graves. Now, Polynices, it for covering your body

That I have won such as this.

Yet, to the wise, I rightly honoured you

Although I might not - had it been my own child

Or my husband who had died and was putrid -

Have taken up that task against the folk.

To what custom do I do homage in speaking thus?

My husband dead, I might have had another

And a child by this other man in place of the first-born
But with my mother and father hidden in Hades

No brother could ever come forth again.
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1000 Where all kinds of birds gather,

I heard voices of birds I did not know -

A bad feverish foreign screeching -

And sensed they were tearing at each other
With their deadly claws:

And the rushing of their wings left no doubt.

In awe, I went straight to rouse a blazing

Altar-fire to burn sacrifice. But Hephaestus

Did not seize the offering by flames.

Instead, puss oozed from the thighs down to the embers
To spit and smoke while the gall-bladder swelled

To burst open and the fat covering the thighs dripped out.

Such I learnt from this boy here

Of the sign-less divination from the failed sacrifice -

He gives me a lead, as I give a lead to others.

And it is your judgement that brought sickness to our clan.

The altar, the hearths - all of them -

Have been soiled by the suppurating food torn

By birds and by dogs from the ill-fated son of Oedipus.

1020 Wherefore the gods do not accept our sacrificial supplications
Nor our burnt-offerings:

And no bird in its screeching cry gives favourable signs

Since they have devoured the blood-soaked fat of a slain warrior.
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Understand these things, my son. All mortals have in common

That sometimes they aim wrong, and miss - but after an error

A man is no longer luckless or thoughtless

If he wills to cure the ill he has fallen into

By not remaining idle:

Obstinacy and awkwardness bring reproaches.

Give way to the dead: do not goad those who have fallen.

Is it courageous to kill the dead again?

Carefully have I judged this; carefully have I spoken - for it is pleasing
To learn from such careful words from such words

Are profitable to you.

Creon

Old man - all of you like archers shoot arrows at me as target,
And not even by your divinations am I left

Unassailed by you and your breed

To whom I am the customer who buys your goods!

Gain profits and customers, if you so design,

By the electrum of Sardis and Indian gold

But you shall not conceal that person in a grave.

1040 Not even if the eagles of Zeus tear him

For food and carry it away to Zeus' throne -

Not even then in dread of such defilement

Will I submit to him being buried!

DW Myatt - Sophocles, Antogone



Sophocles: Antigone

DW Myatt - Sophocles, Antogone




Sophocles: Antigone

DW Myatt - Sophocles, Antogone




Sophocles: Antigone

DW Myatt - Sophocles, Antogone




Sophocles: Antigone

DW Myatt - Sophocles, Antogone




Sophocles: Antigone

DW Myatt - Sophocles, Antogone




Sophocles: Antigone

DW Myatt - Sophocles, Antogone




Sophocles: Antigone

DW Myatt - Sophocles, Antogone




Sophocles: Antigone

DW Myatt - Sophocles, Antogone




Sophocles: Antigone

DW Myatt - Sophocles, Antogone




Sophocles: Antigone

DW Myatt - Sophocles, Antogone




Sophocles: Antigone

As a guide I attended your husband

To where the plain ends at that place where, unlamented,

Was the dog-torn body of Polynices.

1200 To the goddess of the crossing-trackways and to Pluton

We prayed for them to with-hold their frenzy and be friendly

And with pure libations washed what had been left,

Gathering them together to burn them with newly-plucked boughs

And raise over them a high tumulus of his native soil.

Next, we went toward to enter the stone-lined cavern

Of the maiden - that bridal-chamber for Hades -

When, still far off, one of us heard a voice loudly wailing
Beside that nuptial chamber bereft of funeral rites,

And came to inform Creon our Master

Who as he went near was ambushed by a wretched strange cry
And who, mournfully lamenting, said:

Wretch that I am, is that what I divine it to be?

Shall I go along the most unpleasant track I have ever taken?
Is that the pleasing voice of my son? Servants! - swiftly go
Nearer there in the gap where the earth has been dug

And the stones torn away, and enter that mouth to see

If it is Haemon's voice that [ heard or if the gods have deceived me.

This order by our despairing Master we obeyed
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1220 And at the end of the tumulus we beheld her

Hanging by the neck, a noose of threaded fine linen

Fastening her and he embracing her around her middle,
Wailing for his bride - destroyed and now below -

At his father's deeds and his own ill-fated marriage.

Seeing him, his father gave a fearful cry

And, loudly lamenting, went within to call to him -

Unfortunate one! Why have you done this deed?

What resolve possessed you? What misfortune overpowered you?

My son - [ in supplication beseech you to come out!

The boy gave no answer but looked at him

With wild eyes then spat on his face

And drew his double-edged sword.

But his father hastened to retreat

And then the ill-fated one enraged at himself forthwith
Stretched himself to lean on that point

Until half the length was in his side.

Then, still breathing, he with but feeble arms

Embraced the maiden to gasp and spurt forth a swift stream
Of his dripping blood upon her white cheek.

1240 Corpse lay upon corpse as he the unfortunate completed his rites
Of marriage in the dwelling of Hades.

Thus, this shows to mortals that of the ills conferred upon men

The greatest is privation of wisdom.
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